Keywords: regional comparative studies, the post-Soviet space-government, socio-economic and institutional development, raw material sector 1
82
социальНо-экоНомические проблемы региоНа
ЭКОНОМИКА РЕГИОНА № 4 (2014)

Relevance and methodological features of regional comparative studies of post-soviet countries
The importance and relevance of comparative studies does not decrease over time, since it is the comparative method that is recognized as one of the most effective research techniques allowing not only to analyze a wide and diverse range of data, but also to study phenomena of systemic nature, for example, for evaluation of commodities sector integration into national economies. It's been all the more perceivable in the recent years that natural resources availability in countries and regions is becoming, on the one hand, the most important geopolitical factor of their socio-economic development and positioning in the global competitive environment and, on the other hand, a source of military and political risks and threats.
However, it should be understood that apart from providing additional advantages, the comparative analysis also imposes significant restrictions on the findings, since the correctness of the results obtained from comparison of different objects is determined not so much by their dimensional similarity, but above all, by their institutional development imperatives that are not always taken into account.
Thus, the USSR collapse in the last month of 1991 and the emerging of 15 independent states led in most cases to the fact that these countries were automatically added to the common list of existing states and they are now considered as equivalent to other states for the purposes of today's cross-country comparisons. This quantitative approach also provokes a further mechanical projection on soviet countries of «resource curse» concepts and their inclusion into categories of commodities producing and non-commodities producing.
It is often omitted that most of these countries have never had an independent experience in nation-building and management in the first place. Most of them are in fact new state entities on the world map. The known patterns of institutional development can not be formally projected onto the socio-political and economic processes taking place in the newly emerged post-soviet countries in view of the fact that the formation of their basic institutions is still ongoing. In our opinion, it is incorrect to formally compare the countries currently experiencing different stages of national development, for example, the countries with centuries-old history with those undergoing a state-building process in the last 20 years. Therefore, trends and results of the «young» post-soviet countries development are quite comparable. Whereas comparisons with other countries of Europe, America, Southeast Asia, in our opinion, require an introduction of «correction coefficients» reflecting their national and cultural features, actual development of public institutions and multidirectional effect of various factors.
Secondly, the fact of acquiring a formal status of independent states by the former USSR regions did not predetermine their choice of institutional development within a 20-year period. In this way, the «choice» made by these countries in the early 1990s essentially boiled down to a sharp rejection of the previously set trajectory, and, in terms of perspectives, to sort of imposed image of the future. As a result, most of these countries are still at a stage of permanent search for their own place, which is often replaced with the «national idea» myth. In such circumstances the role of a developed commodities sector of a country's economy can not be uniquely determined in terms of a «curse» or a «blessing», even if certain facts obtainable in varying periods provide for unambiguous assessments. Finally, in historical terms, the USSR never belonged to the group of commodities-producing countries, as it traditionally maintained a developed manufacturing industry.
Under these circumstances, we assume, it is methodologically correct to compare the post-soviet countries in terms of their development by applying a method of grouping regions according to certain criteria, including the availability of natural resources. Only the results obtained in such a manner should be correlated with the ideas of natural factor's influence; such ideas, in their turn, have undergone significant changes over the recent decades and this circumstance also needs to be considered at comparative studies performance.
Evolution of ideas of natural resources influence
The relationship of national economy sustainable socio-economic development to the natural resources availability in the country continues to be the subject of heated debates in recent decades. Historically, the ideas about the «commodities related growth» nature have undergone significant changes since the beginning of XX century.
The evolution of ideas about the role of natural resources in international development can be conditionally divided into three stages:
-before 1970s ideas of natural resources as a source of national economic growth were dominant; -1970-2000, idea of resources as a «national curse» prevailed; The following is a brief representation of how the ideas of natural factor role evolved throughout each of the abovementioned stages. Until the middle of XX century natural resources were predominantly positively seen as a source of economic growth for national economies. The monograph by G. A. Innis published in 1930 is often referred to as a confirmation to this thesis [26] . Some modern scholars believe that it were commodities resources, coal as an energy source first of all to have become one of the main driving forces behind the industrial revolution [28, 35] . In general, the commodities related theory of growth supporters used the studies of various countries as a basis for arguing that economic growth in less developed regions normally begins with an increase in business activities in natural resources development realm followed by transfer of capitals obtained from the commodities sector into development of local infrastructure, service and manufacturing industries [26, 39, 41] .
The oil bonanza in the early 1970s led to numerous studies and publications which described predatory exploitation of natural resources, stratification of society and huge debts as the results of resources abundance. As a result, a change of the dominant paradigm occurred. The process of change was initiated with the studies carried out by order of the Club of Rome in 1971-1990 [10, 12, 16, 33, 34] .
In 1982 W. Max Corden and J. Peter Neary proposed the «dutch disease» model [23] , according to which the growth in commodities sector is accompanied by a gradual degradation in manufacturing industries, i.e. a «direct deindustrialization» takes place. At the same time, the high incomes of those engaged as workers in the commodities sector foster consumption and hence the demand for non-tradable goods and services, which causes an increase in prices for such goods and services and labor resources flows away from industry into non-tradable sector (services). Industry, in this way, faces the effect of «indirect deindustrialization,» which is further enhanced with the growth of real national currency exchange rate and an increase in the prices of the goods imported into the country due to reduction of its national production.
In general, a large number of publications appeared in the 1980s that analyze the relationship between natural resources availability and economic development of the country. It was during this period that ideas of natural resources being rather a negative factor for the national economy than an advantage began to emerge. As a result, in the 1990s most researchers came to a practically unanimous opinion that a phenomenon, which later became known as «resource curse», did exist. The concept of «resource curse» was first introduced by Richard Auty in 1993 to describe stratification in living standards among populations in rich oil-exporting countries. [20] Over the subsequent years researches were conducted in relation to this idea. Sachs and Warner's «Natural resources abundance and economic growth» [37] is considered to be one of the earliest most influential economic works on natural resources.
Several concepts that appeared later prove the negative relationship between mineral resources availability and economic growth. P. Kaznacheev divided these concepts into two groups based on various channels through which resource dependence impedes economic growth [6] . The first group of concepts focuses on economic channels. It includes, in particular, the works of economists who study the effects of «dutch disease» [25, 32, 42] . The second group emerged in 2000s, when a number of authors, while remaining within the concept of economic channels, initiate studies to assess the negative impact of commodities prices volatility on growth and development [21, 30, 43] . But generally during this period opinions regarding the «resource curse» existence remained unanimous.
However, since the early 2000s, the hypothesis of «resource curse» existence began to be questioned. First of all, the time period chosen for studying by Sachs and Warner was criticized, as this period was marked with a significant drop in commodities prices which began in 1980 and lasted for 20 years. The oil prices boom of the 1970s led the governments of exporting countries to provide unreasoned loans for minerals, causing excessive debts to appear which impeded further growth. With these factors taken into account, no «resource curse» is observed [31] .
In addition, a number of economists questioned the attempt itself to assess the impact of natural resources on economic development. Some of them set forth an idea, that it was not the natural resources factor to provide an impact, but its relationships to certain parameters of national development. [29] Others studied the data relating to longer periods of time and either did not show observe such a relationship [38] , or thought it was barely significant or found it to be a positive one [36] .
These studies served to originate an approach that considers institutional flaws to be the main социальНо-экоНомические проблемы региоНа ЭКОНОМИКА РЕГИОНА № 4 (2014) factor hindering growth in natural resources-rich countries. Two concepts can be found within the institutional approach itself. The first concept is rooted in the «resource curse» hypothesis and then transforms into «institutional curse.» According to its supporters, the natural resources abundance causes degradation of institutions and corruption within the ruling elite, which in turn translates into negative consequences for growth and development. The second concept is also institutions emphasized, but the cause-and-effect relationship is formulated in the opposite way: natural resources-rich countries are not doomed to have institutional flaws, but on the contrary, the very weakness of the institutions serves as a brake to its growth [6] .
However, it should be noted that the hypothesis centered on resource abundance impacting growth through the quality of institutions is subject to the same criticism as the hypothesis of the «resource curse». The point is that any arguments, whether in favor or against, are based on a combination of two elements: performance indicators (those most often used are share of exports in GDP, production or reserve of resources) and periods of time to which data about certain indicators refer (in other words, the choice of reference measurement points). Various combinations may lead to fundamentally different results of research.
According to V. Polterovich, V. Popov and A. Tonis, however, «if no significant relationship between resource abundance and quality of institutions is found in linear regressions, it does not mean that such a relationship does not exist at all. Considering examples of many countries, there are grounds to assume that a non-linear relationship does exist, i.e. below a certain threshold of institutional development the resource abundance will degrade the quality of institutions, whereas above that level it will not have a significant effect» [15] . The authors support their findings with calculations results obtained by different researchers within given econometric models.
In general, the relationship between natural resource abundance and poor economic development of a country was analyzed in numerous works written in Russia [2, 4, 5, 9, 13] and abroad [17, 22] .
In addition, it should be noted that the view of mineral resources role in national economies is significantly influenced by geopolitical and geo-economic considerations. For example, in the early 1990s the geo-economic ideas to internationalize all kinds of natural resources were spreading in the CIS countries, with such internationalization intended to provide Russia with possibilities to form a world level income on favorable terms [8] . The most important supporters of this idea in Russia are the following researchers: E. G. Kochetov In this way, as experience shows, the influence of mineral resources sector on national economy is complex and multidimensional, therefore it can be described by formal relationships or subject to unambiguous estimates in terms of resourse curse [7, 14] , dutch desease [18] , etc. only conventionally. That is why, despite the large number of publications on various features of commodities economy models, such as income fluctuations due to changes in world raw materials markets, poor industrial diversification, stratification of society in terms of living standards [19] , excessive borrowing, corruption [24] , etc. a unanimous view on the nature of commodities sector impact on a state's economic development has not yet been articulated. At the same time a conventional belief that extraction of commodities mineral materials is meant for developing countries only is still being reproduced. However, the following six countries: Australia, China, USA, Russia, Canada and South African Republic account for over half (by cost) of the mineral resources extracted in the world. Most of these countries achieved a high level of development by intensifying extraction and refining of their own natural resources [11] .
In this article the authors make an attempt at verifying the supposition that the commodities sector influence is determined by mechanisms of its integration into a national economy. The newly emerged post-soviet states were chosen as objects of study to verify the abovementioned supposition.
Methodical suppositions for assessing integration of commodities sector into national economy
The aim of this study is to assess the integration of commodities sector into national economy and its contribution to social development. The authors suggest the following three criteria should be used to carry out such an assessment: commodities sector influence on macroeconomic indicators; social implication of the commodities sector development (contribution to the population's quality of life); influence on the index of public institutions development.
The commodities sector is influence is assessed in terms of absolute, relative and dynamic indicators, as well as by means of ratings com- The timeframe for economic analysis was the period since 2000, which is described by a number of researchers as a period of «post-communist formation completion» [1] . In addition, this period of time is of particular interest due to stabilization of socio-economic processes taking place in in 2000-2014 in the former Soviet Union countries. It can be described as an «endurance test» for the institutions created in the 1990s, since there was a certain change in the previously chosen course in many countries.
The study is based on three hypotheses that resemble the relationships between the commodities sector and the socio-economic dynamics of the country: the positive socio-economic dynamics characterized by macroeconomic indicators of the countries is due to the commodities sector significant contribution; commodities sector of the former Soviet Union countries creates the conditions for maintaining the quality of life of the population; the dominant resource sector hinders the development of public institutions.
The method of regions grouping is applied for analysis purposes and includes the following basic points.
According to a World Bank's study, the former soviet republics are divided into three groups based on natural resources availability and membership in the EU [3] : Eurasian countries rich in natural resources (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, the Russian Federation, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan); Eurasian countries that do not have rich natural resources (Armenia, Belorussia, Georgia, tje Kyrgyz Republic, Moldova, Tajikistan); new EU member states, including Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia.
The data referring to natural resources availability in these countries and the commodities sector role in respective national economies are presented in Table 1 .
According to the table, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia are countries that do not have rich natural resources. At the same time, we believe that Russia can be singled out from the common list of countries with abundant natural resources for the purpose of subsequent comparison of its development trends with other groups of countries.
Thus, further analysis was carried out based on four groups of post-soviet countries: natural resources-rich countries (hereinafter referred to as the «commodities-producing countries»); countries that do not have rich natural resources («non [3] .
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commodities-producing countries»); the new EU member countries and Russia.
Analysis of macroeconomic indicators of development
The relationships between general trends development of the four selected groups of post-soviet countries and their commodities sector dimensions have been identified based on analyzing five macroeconomic indicators: GDP, national debt, direct foreign investments, unemployment level, gross added value.
In 2012 the average GDP per capita (in 2005 fixed prices, US dollars) in commodities-producing countries was more than 2.3 higher than that of non commodities-producing countries, but 2.4 lower than in Russia and 2.9 times lower than in the new EU member countries (Fig. 1) .
This indicator significantly increased in all countries in 2000-2012, but the largest increase, 2.3 times, was observed in commodities-producing group of countries, compared to 2.1 for non commodities-producing group, 1.8 for new EU member countries and 1.76 for Russia.
The global financial crisis of 2008 influenced the dynamics of this indicator in many ways. Its least effect was on commodities-producing countries, where the average GDP for the group in 2009 remained almost the same as in 2008. The largest decline, by 15 %, occurred in the new EU member countries and in Russia, by 8 %.
Thus, the overall gap in average GDP per capita for the period of 2000-2012 between commodities-producing CIS countries and new EU member states had a steady trend of gradual reduction from 4.5 to 3.5. Whereas the gap to non commodities-producing countries was gradually increasing from 2.1 to 2.3. This trend is also seen in the average annual growth of GDP per capita. In the studied period the indicator equals 5.8 % for the group of commodities-producing countries, compared to 2.6 % of the new EU member states, 3.7 % for Russia and 4.0 % for non commodities-producing countries.
Data on national debt share in GDP obtained from the World Bank cover 2000-2013. In 2013 the average value of national debt in commodities-producing countries amounted to 19.5 % of GDP, which is 1.8 times lower than in non commodities-producing countries and 1.4 times lower than in the new EU member countries. Russia's 13.4 % was the lowest of all (Fig.2) .
In general, 2000-2013 were marked by a significant reduction in national debt share in GDP of averagely 37 % in commodities-producing countries up to 78 % in Russia. The only exception was the new EU member countries where this indicator doubled.
The global financial crisis of 2008 led to 1.4-1.8 increase in this indicator in 2009 compared to 2008 in all groups of countries. The new EU member countries showed maximum growth.
In general, trends of opposing nature were observed in this indicator during the studied period, with that of the new EU member countries being very different from those of the other groups. It should be noted that the post-crisis dynamics in Russia and commodities-producing countries was characterized by a slight but steady increase in this indicator. At the same the new EU member countries and non commodities-producing countries showed a generally decreasing trend with slight annual fluctuations.
In 2012 the share of average net flow of foreign direct investments in GDP was 6.2 % for commodities-producing countries, that is 1.5 times higher than for the new EU member countries and 1.6 times higher than for non commodities-produc- ing countries. Russia's 2.5 % was the lowest of all (Fig. 3) .
In 2012, as compared to 2000, there was 1.9-2.5 times increase in the share of net flow of foreign direct investments in GDP in Russia and commodities-producing countries, whereas the new EU member countries demonstrated a decline of nearly 20 %, the indicator in non commodities-producing countries remained the same.
The global financial crisis largely affected the flow of foreign investments to the new EU member countries and non commodities-producing countries causing a 1.8-1.9 times drop. At the same time the indicator for commodities-producing countries did not decrease that much, it either remained at the same level or increased significantly (e.g. in Turkmenistan).
However, the 2.5-3 times fluctuations of the index for all groups of countries during the studied period should be noted, which indicates there is no direct relationship with the commodities sector dimensions. In our opinion, the volatility of this indicator is largely affected by political factors.
Data on unemployment levels obtained from the World Bank cover 2000-2013. In 2013 the highest unemployment rates 10.8 % and 9.4 % were observed in the new EU member countries and non commodities-producing groups of countries respectively, while in Russia and the non commodities-producing countries it remained at approximately the same level 5.5-6.2 % (Fig. 4) .
All in all, a general downward trend in the average unemployment rate was observed for all groups in 2000-2013 which amounted to 10 % in non commodities-producing countries and up to 50 % in Russia and commodities-producing countries.
It should be noted that during the studied period the new EU member countries and non commodities-producing countries were characterized by almost twice higher unemployment level than that of non commodities-producing countries.
The The study also analyzes the relationship between the commodities sector dimensions, on the one hand, and the sectoral structure of national economies and their dynamics, on the other hand. The structure and gross added value growth rates in manufacturing industry were chosen as indicators for the purposes of analysis.
In 2012 the average share of manufacturing in the structure of commodities-producing countries' economies amounted to 18.4 %. The new EU member countries and non commodities-producing countries had almost identical indicators 16.4-16.9 %. In the studied period the share of manufacturing in the new EU member countries and commodities-producing countries remained unchanged, while non commodities-producing countries and Russia showed a significant reduction by 25 % and 32 % respectively (Fig. 5) . The financial crisis of 2008 had the greatest impact on this indicator in Russia, reducing it by 3 %, while in the other groups of countries the average drop amounted to 0.5-0.8 %. It should be noted that by 2012 the non commodities-producing countries and the new EU member countries reached and exceeded the pre-crisis level in their indicators, whereas anything similar has not yet been observed in Russia and in the group of commodities-producing countries.
The analysis shows there is a decrease in the average annual growth rates of manufacturing industry in all groups of countries, but this process in Russia and the commodities-producing countries is much slower.
As innovative quality of national industry development can be characterized by such an indicator as export of high-tech products, the share of high-tech products in total exports of industrial goods was chosen for analysis. Due to unavailability of data, Kazakhstan, Ukraine and Azerbaijan were included into the group of commodities-producing countries and showed the maximum growth of this indicator 4.5 % to 14.5 % in 2000-2012. The non commodities-producing countries demonstrated a more than 2 times reduction in the indicator in the same period. Among the new EU member countries, Latvia's and Lithuania's indicators doubled, while Estonia showed a 3 times drop.
Analysis of human development indexes
The following indicators were obtained from the reports of the World Bank and the UN and used to analyze the relationship between the commodities sector development in post-soviet countries and the population's quality of life: human development index, education index, total spending on health care. These indexes characterize various aspects of human development.
In 2012 the highest human development indexes belonged to the new EU member states group and Russia, 0.83 and 0.79 respectively. The non commodities-producing and commodities-producing countries had similar values 0.70-0.71. In 2000-2012 a steady increase in all groups of countries was observed, that of the non commodities-producing countries group and Russia being the highest. In addition, it can be noted that the gap between the average values showed by groups of countries tends to reduce.
In 2012 the highest education index of 8.32 was traditionally observed in the new EU member countries that are not global leaders in any industry, and the lowest 5.79 in the non commodities-producing group of countries. This situation has been persisting over the recent decade.
The data published by the World Bank in 2012 [38] on the share of education expenditure in GDP for the period of 2006-2010 partly contradict the average values of education index among groups of countries: the highest index 5.7 % was observed in the new EU member countries and the lowest 3,9-4,1 % in the commodities-producing countries and Russia. The situation in health care is similar (Fig. 6) .
However, it should be noted that, considering the substantial differences in GDP per capita in groups of the studied countries the comparative assessments change. The new EU member countries retained the leading position, Russia moved from third to second and non commodities-producing countries became the third.
Institutional development analysis
The institutional development was assessed by the authors based on the 2013-2014 World Bank indexes of corruption perceptions, business environment, innovation development and economic freedom ( Table 2) .
In our opinion, the corruption perception in a given country has to do with its national and cultural features rather than the dimensions of the Analysis of business environment in 2014 showed that three of the new EU member countries, Kazakhstan and non commodities-producing countries Georgia and Armenia are among the top 50 countries. Azerbaijan, Russia and three countries from the non commodities-producing group of countries (Belorussia, Moldova and Kyrgyzstan) are among positions 51 through 100. The countries considered to have the most difficult business environment are Tajikistan and two commodities-producing countries (Uzbekistan, Ukraine).
Innovation development analysis shows that the countries differ rather in terms of geographical location than in commodities production. Thus, in 2012 the highest indexes (the top six) were shown by the European countries, followed by countries of the Caucasus and Transcaucasia, and the countries of Central and Central Asia were to close the list.
The highest positions in the Economic Freedom Index in 2014 are traditionally held by the new EU member countries, as well as Georgia and Armenia; countries of the commodities-producing group Ukraine, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan close the list.
Thus, the analysis shows there hardly is a direct relationship between the commodities sector dimensions and institutional development of a country. Moreover, in our opinion, it is the national and cultural features and the general socio-economic development of a given country to be the dominant factor.
Conclusions
As the performed study showed, the traditional (institutional) approaches describing relationships between availability and dimensions of the commodities sector, on the one hand, and economic development of those countries where public institutions are still being formed, on the other hand, can hardly be applied without appropriate restrictions. In this way, there are no evident relationships between institutions development and rates at which macroeconomic indicators change. In addition, a well-developed commodities sector does not restrict innovation implementation and manufacturing industry development. Moreover, if there are several commodities industries available, the State is able to allocate extensive funding for health care and education.
Analysis revealed the following relationships between the commodities sector and economic development of the studied post-soviet countries, which can be assessed in terms of level, rates and quality of changes.
Economic development level and rates are largely determined, on the one hand, by the industrial potential available in these countries at the time of their emergence with the rate of its subse- Countries with immature public institutions are subject to high risks which largely limit their access to financial resources through borrowings thus constraining their further growth. Initial conditions, such as national and cultural features, geopolitical position and level of economic development determine the rates and nature of institutional changes to a much greater extent than the availability of natural resources does.
Rates of economic development (macroeconomic indicators) are largely determined by financial sources, obtainable through either the natural resources development observed in commodities-producing countries or borrowing as in the case of the new EU member countries. A deficit of such sources leads to a «slowdown» in socio-economic development. Unavailability of proper sources of development and subsequent extended borrowings increase volatility of socio-economic development indicators.
Interestingly, comparing the dynamics (rates) of development of non commodities-producing and the new EU member countries allows to observe the convergence effect. Differences between these groups of countries are largely determined by their access to borrowed funds; this is illustrated by their national debt amounts which are typically high for the new EU member countries. The gap emerged in the 1990s is being gradually reduced; as the public institutions continue to develop and investment attractiveness of non commodities-producing countries keeps increasing, the convergence process might speed up.
The 2008 crisis affected the macroeconomic dynamics of the studied countries in different ways. In this context the natural resources simultaneously perform both stabilizing and constraining functions: on the one hand, countries with a more developed commodities sector demonstrated a slighter decrease; on the other hand, the rates of their economic recovery were relatively slower than those of non commodities-producing countries, especially of the new EU member countries.
In conclusion we would like to note that the distinctive feature of this study is its object represented by the countries generally characterized by an early stage of public institutions formation which involves searching for an appropriate way to effectively involve natural resources in their economic activity. Today the countries having rich natural resources face, first of all, the problem of choosing an appropriate model for rational use of such natural resources. The options vary from applying an exact copy of a model used by other highly developed countries up to developing a model of their own based on economic, national, cultural and other features of a given country. While a country is in its quest for a solution, it is very difficult to draw a univocal conclusion about how the commodities sector influences economic development.
In addition, it should be noted that the evolution of ideas about the role of natural resources in economies of countries is still ongoing. As experience shows, the role of natural resources in a given country is determined by a wide range of factors including the following: stage of a country's economic development, development of the institute of rights for mining and the mined product, principles of allocation of financial funds obtained from natural resources usage, the ratio of domestic consumption of raw materials to those extracted for export, as well as degrees of their processing, the degree of a country's commodities sector and national economy participation in the global integration processes, etc.
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